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FOREWORD


For some years now, I have seen my capacity to concentrate dwindle with every hour spent mindlessly scrolling social media feeds. I have started, and quit, another job in an open-plan office after just not being able to take the noise anymore. I have felt my blood pressure and stress levels rise due to the sheer amount of input, auditory and visual, that I let myself get bombarded with every day. I feel mentally tired, overwhelmed and more than a little confused. Something has to give. But what? And more importantly – how?


The book you are holding in your hands is an attempt to answer those questions. It has been informed by a yearning to recapture a core of inner stillness that I remember from childhood. A desire to regain my ability to focus single-mindedly on something, not just for minutes but for hours on end. I would like to feel calm, collected and in charge of my time. These are some of the reasons why I’ve decided to go searching for something that, if not exactly lost, has fallen right to the bottom of my list of daily priorities: silence.


We are all well aware that there is a problem with the pace and intensity of modern life. There is a myriad of books and articles trying to help us cope. Is this another one? Perhaps. But silence is neither gimmicky nor new. It is a natural resource that has always been available to us to varying degrees, but it wouldn’t be an exaggeration to claim it is now endangered in a way that it has never been before.


In its broadest sense, silence encompasses everything that makes things go quiet inside. A book about silence is necessarily also a book about its opposite number, noise. I will look at the kind of noise we see as well as the kind we hear. I will investigate the role silence has played in our cultural history, and talk to people with different experiences of silence to find out what they have discovered. I will also expose myself to different kinds of silence and try my best not to shy away from asking some hard questions about the way I lead my life.


Most importantly, perhaps, I will look high and low for ways of allowing all of us to increase the amount of silence in our lives – without moving to a hermit’s cave.


So, shh – let’s begin.
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A SILENT ENIGMA


SEARCHING FOR A HIDDEN GEM


In a noisy world, silence is an increasingly depleted natural resource. But is silence more than just the absence of sound? And is there such a thing as absolute silence? Aside from external silence, we also need silence within us. What does that look like and how do we achieve it? And, despite the obvious connection between silence and solitude, can we experience silence without having to leave everything behind?


The first thing to be said about silence? That there really is no such thing.


As I write this in my study at home, I can hear the elevator running. The building next door is having its balconies replaced, and for weeks now the inescapable sound of a drill working its way through concrete has resonated through our otherwise reasonably quiet neighbourhood. In the distance I can hear the steady swishing of cars on the motorway: a wall of noise much like running water, but noise nevertheless. Even so, my home is a place I always describe as quiet, and by any urban standards it certainly is.


It was only a few years ago that I began reflecting on noise sensitivity. I’m one of those people who painstakingly go through the list of available ring tones in order to find the most discreet one, only to leave my phone on silent anyway. I turn down the volume on the TV as soon as I turn it on. I love music, but detest having it on in the background for the purpose of creating an ambience; it makes me feel manipulated. With all this in mind I would describe myself as probably more sensitive to sound than most people – however, stopping short of requiring a soundproof bunker for my peace of mind.


One thing is clear, though: I’ve become more sensitive over the years. My siblings and I used to laugh at our mother when she would cover her ears while watching a thriller on TV, and now I do the same. It is always the sounds, not the images, that make me jump. Sometimes even the doorbell ringing causes my heartbeat to soar, and topping the list of unpleasant sensations is loud, unexpected noise.


This stands in sharp contrast to our downstairs neighbours, whose lives seem to be conducted with the volume turned up to the max. Normal everyday exchanges are shouted rather than spoken. Doors are slammed. They even walk loudly, heels thudding against the floor. Somehow it was no surprise that when they got a dog it would turn out to be a howler. In case all this makes me sound like that neighbour from hell who insists on finding fault with everything, let me quickly add that they remain unaware of my feelings regarding their, hmm, lifestyle. (I write about them instead.) Nevertheless, my involuntary field studies lead me to believe that, in some families, quiet is an unknown phenomenon, and I dare say they are better equipped to deal with the modern world than I am.


A friend who is an entrepreneur is showing me around his company office. It is open-plan with large screens dominating the walls. He enthusiastically mentions that music is played throughout the day. How absolutely horrible, I think to myself. But I say nothing. Aside from not wanting to hurt his feelings, I feel a little embarrassed about my inability to tolerate noise. It makes me feel outdated. Surely we are supposed to go with the flow these days? Aren’t we meant to be dynamic, multi-tasking beings in a constant, creative give-and-take?


It might work for my friend and a few other extremely social people, but for the rest of us the gap between ideal and painful reality is as big as ever. Studies now show that the sensory input and distractions that come from sharing office space actually tend to reduce efficiency and increase stress levels. In the name of that favourite corporate buzzword, synergy (read: saving money on space), we persist, however. But at what cost? Only time will tell.






DEAFENING SILENCE


IS QUIET REALLY ALL THAT PEACEFUL?


Space is reportedly silent. The planets make no noise as they revolve on their axis and around the Sun. But as soon as we enter space to hear this silence for ourselves, noise interferes: if not the creaking of our space suits and the crackle of radio communications, then ultimately the sound of our heartbeat and the rushing of blood in our veins.


Case in point: composer John Cage once visited an anechoic chamber, a soundproof room built to absorb all noise created within it, and was disappointed to hear two notes, one high and one low. Convinced that the chamber didn’t work, he asked the technician what these sounds were. He was told that the high note was his nervous system in operation and the low note the sound of his blood circulation. This persuaded Cage that absolute silence does not exist and inspired his famous composition 4’33”, often known as “four minutes of silence” but actually consisting of the noise the audience makes while the piece is “played”: coughing, shuffling papers, moving about.


Most of us do not have access to an anechoic chamber, but may still have experienced the unnerving effect of near-absolute silence. Aside from possibly hearing bodily functions we never otherwise notice, there is evidence to suggest that, in extreme silence, our brains manufacture their own noise. Sometimes there is a ringing in the ears that resembles tinnitus. It is also possible to “hear” noise that isn’t actually there, like a hallucination (just think how easy it is to “hear” music in your mind sometimes). What creates this effect is still uncertain, but scientists believe it is possible that our auditory memory plays recordings back to us, as it were, as a way of coping with the lack of sensory input that deep silence brings. A completely silent world seems to make our brains nervous.


Without floating off into space, it is still possible to test the effect of near-absolute silence. To help us we have two substances with built-in soundproofing: sand and snow.


“The strange thing about the desert,” says my husband, who has been sleeping on its sand during a stay in Jordan, “is that although you are in this vast expanse, the feeling is almost of being indoors. The silence is so intense that it seemed I could hear it.”


The highly insulating quality of sand effectively stops sound waves in their tracks. No wonder the desert has always acted like a magnet for people seeking an escape from the hubbub.


In my corner of the world – Finland – children build snow caves to play in and adults build snow hotels for tourists. Remembering the cosy but slightly odd feeling of sitting inside a snow cave as a child, I speak to a woman who has spent a night in a hotel made entirely from snow and ice (it melts and is rebuilt every year).
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“We live in the countryside, so I’m used to nights being very silent,” she says. “But this was different. Not only did the snow insulate us from any outside noise, we also happened to be the only guests staying at the hotel that night. When I lay down to sleep, the only noise I could hear was my own breathing. It sounded so loud.”


She hastens to assure me the experience was strange but positive. My guess is that someone less used to silence could also find it eerie.


On the whole, complete silence is apparently not something we thrive in. Good to know, but our challenge is really something else: finding even five minutes of moderate silence in a day and thriving in them.




Silence is a true friend who never betrays


Confucius
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SILENCE FOR THE EYES


A PROBLEM BIGGER THAN NOISE


I’ve created a fairly silent working environment for myself, but the silence I lack the most is doubtless of another kind. Who doesn’t know the feeling of turning off the lights at night in order to go to sleep, only to be inundated by a flood of images? Technically they are silent, but they still scramble our brains to the extent that they might as well be making noise. We want to hear ourselves think, we say, and what stops us these days is just as likely to be visual noise as the audible kind.


Considering the sheer amount of distractions available, silence is an increasingly unknown phenomenon to many people. We are stuck in a vicious circle: the less used to silence we become, the more we will fear it – and the harder it will be for us to face it. Could it be that we are now distracting ourselves to the point where quiet introspection is virtually non-existent?


It matters little that my surroundings are silent if my mind is loud. External silence is often necessary in order to create internal silence, but it can’t do the job on its own. And, interestingly, when my mind is silent, my threshold for withstanding audible noise becomes a lot higher.






SILENCE VS SOLITUDE


IS IT NECESSARY TO WITHDRAW FROM THE WORLD?


There are many great books about silence out there, with many wise thinkers down the ages ruminating on silence and the pursuit of it. With a few exceptions they have one thing in common: these seekers of quiet have literally gone to great lengths to find it. Leaving the world and its noises behind, they have ventured into deserts, scaled the highest peaks and sailed faraway seas. We can learn a lot from their experiences, but when it comes to finding silence for ourselves in the midst of our busy urban lives, these accounts do not offer much in the way of practical help.


Do silence and solitude always go together? It stands to reason that solitude is a great help, but I’m willing to wager the whole of this book on the belief that it can’t be a prerequisite for silence. The majority of the world’s population resides in cities. Most of us don’t have the luxury of checking out of our daily lives. The real challenge, then, lies in finding pockets of silence where we are, to sustain us in the life that is ours. This is no easy task. But I believe it is necessary in order to harness the powerful impact that silence could have on us.


If, however, we were given the chance to have a one-off experience of silence in solitude, maybe it could prove a stepping stone to increased silence in our daily lives.
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IN CONVERSATION


Around the World in Silence – Lessons from the Extreme


Author and mountaineer Geordie Stewart is someone who often chooses to expose himself to periods of silence and solitude. In 2011, aged 22, he became the youngest Briton ever to have scaled the Seven Summits – the highest mountain on each of the seven continents. More recently, he explored the world from a much lower vantage point: his bicycle saddle. I discussed with him his approach to silence and solitude, whether at home or away.


Geordie, you chose to cycle around the world by yourself, something that you knew would expose you to lengthy periods of solitude and silence. When you were setting out, how did you feel about that prospect?


I knew solitude would be an unavoidable reality when venturing alone on a bike across several continents. But I never felt fearful about the prospect, nor did I see it as an insurmountable obstacle. Instead, it was something I craved, was fascinated by and wanted to embrace.
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A fool is known by his speech,
a wise man by his silence

Pythagoras
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